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Behind all the hunger of our life is God. All desire is finally a desire for Him.
Alexander Schmemann2

Abstract. — Nouvelle théologie, a theological movement that in many ways shaped
the outcome of Vatican II, is sometimes interpreted as having been especially intent
on adapting Catholicism to modern culture, by paying attention to the “signs of the
times.” This essay argues that Henri de Lubac and Henri Bouillard, two nouvelle
theologians from Lyons-Fourvière, were instead intent on correcting the secularizing
impulses that the neo-Thomist theology’s separation between nature and the super-
natural had unwittingly supported. To this end, they advocated a sacramental ontol-
ogy – building on the philosophy of Maurice Blondel – that chastened Thomas’s Aris-
totelianism and intellectualism by appealing to the Platonist-Christian synthesis of
the “Great Tradition.” Henri de Lubac’s opposition to “pure nature” and his defence
of “natural desire” for the beatific vision served to revitalize a patristic, somewhat
neo-Platonic and deeply sacramental mindset. For de Lubac, the contingency of the
image of God gave it the potential to function as the sacramental means of entering
into deifying union with the triune God. In his study of conversion in Thomas
Aquinas, Henri Bouillard defended a sacramental epistemology that affirmed both
the contingency and vicissitudes of human language and its foundation in and ori-
entation toward the supernatural essence of God. Convinced that human discourse
could participate in eternal truth, Bouillard appealed to the doctrine of analogia entis
in support of his sacramental epistemology. The Fourvière theologians were convinced
that the human spirit (de Lubac) and human discourse (Bouillard) had as their
sacramental aim to draw human realities into the presence of God.

1. This essay is part of a larger research project on nouvelle théologie. I am grate-
ful to the Association of Theological Schools and the Henry Luce Foundation for
appointing me as Henry Luce III Fellow in Theology for 2007-2008. I also wish to thank
the Theology Department of the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, and in particular Prof.
Lieven Boeve, for their generous hospitality to me as Visiting Scholar, enabling a peace-
ful and sustained period of research, as well as for the invitation to publish this essay in
Louvain Studies.

2. Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World: Sacraments and Orthodoxy
(Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1982) 14.
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334 HANS BOERSMA

The term néoplatonisme belgo-français may not be the one most read-
ily coming to mind with regard to the theological movement that has
become more commonly known under the rubric of nouvelle théologie.
When Fr. Louis-Bertrand Gillon (1901-87), theologian at the Angelicum
in Rome, used the expression in 1946, he meant it as a term of derision,
ridiculing the work of Henri de Lubac (1896-1991) and Henri Bouillard
(1908-81).3 It was a way for the dominant Thomist school of thought to
dismiss nouvelle théologie as a group of anti-intellectual radicals, who had
infested both Lyons-Fourvière in France and Le Saulchoir in Belgium:
Belgian-French neo-Platonism.4 I am nonetheless using this contemptu-
ous expression as the title to my essay since it gives a significant clue as to
why I believe this group of theologians, who came into academic and
ecclesial prominence in the 1940s and 50s, to be of continued interest. As
someone who has not yet been able to shed some kind of disenchantment
or secularization thesis, I look to the continuing questions surrounding dis-
enchantment, desacralization, and detraditionalization as one of the rea-
sons why nouvelle théologie is worthy of exploration.5 To be sure, there 
is a growing realization that Western society in general, and Europe in
particular, has to come to grips with the Christian roots of its past.6

Moreover, Oliver O’Donovan has made clear that secularism itself has its

3. Louis-Bertrand Gillon, “Théologie de la grâce,” Revue thomiste 46 (1946) 603-
613, at 604, 611. Thomas G. Guarino first alerted me to this reference of Gillon (“Fun-
damental Theology and the Natural Knowledge of God in the Writings of Henri Bouil-
lard” [Ph.D. diss., Catholic University of America, 1984], 37, n. 58). For Bouillard’s
response to Gillon, see Henri Bouillard, “Précisions,” Revue Thomiste 47 (1947) 177-
183, which is followed by a “Post-scriptum” by Gillon (pp. 183-189). I am much
indebted to Fr. Augustin Laffay for providing me with valuable information on Gillon
from the archives of the Toulouse Dominicans.

4. Through circumstances of the anti-Catholic French legislation at the beginning
of the twentieth century, the Dominican scholasticat moved from Flavigny (east of Paris)
to Le Saulchoir, Belgium, where it was located from 1903-1938. So, by the time Gillon
made his accusation in 1946, all the main figures connected to nouvelle théologie were
located in France.

5. The notion of the disenchantment (Entzauberung) of Western society first came
into prominence through Max Weber. Cf. Reinhard Bendix, Max Weber: An Intellectual
Portrait (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 21978). For an argument that intel-
lectualism and disenchantment have been influential in the liturgical direction set by
Vatican II, see David Torevell, Losing the Sacred: Ritual, Modernity and Liturgical Reform
(London: T&T Clark – Continuum, 2000). See further Paul Heelas, Scott Lash, and Paul
Morris, Detraditionalization: Critical Questions on Authority and Identity at a Time of
Uncertainty (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996).

6. See, for example, the discussions Pope Benedict XVI has had both with Jürgen
Habermas and with Marcello Pera: Benedict XVI, Christianity and the Crisis of Cultures,
introd. Marcello Pera, trans. Brian McNeil (San Francisco, CA: Ignatius, 2006); Jurgen
Habermas and Joseph Ratzinger, Dialectics of Secularization: On Reason and Religion, ed.
Florian Schuller, trans. Brian McNeil (San Francisco, CA: Ignatius, 2006).
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NÉOPLATONISME BELGO-FRANÇAIS 335

origin in the Christian faith, and that it is only possible to speak of secu-
larism because of Christianity’s insistence that the saeculum – this present
age – is not yet identical to the eternal kingdom that is to come.7 My
intent, therefore, is not to dispute the very healthy recognition of secularity
as such. What does appear to me misguided is the modern construct of a
completely autonomous secular realm, one that refuses to take into account
that which makes us human: our desire for the knowledge of God. It is
here, I believe, that the traditional alliance between Christianity and cer-
tain aspects of the Platonic tradition can be of help. It is here, too, that
nouvelle théologie continues to make a unique contribution.

I am aware that this thesis implies an interpretation of nouvelle
théologie that is not universally shared. We live in a rather non-theolog-
ical world, in which often the only polarities that seem to make sense are
those of left vs. right, or of progressive vs. conservative. It is not that
there is no truth to such characterizations; but they are only of limited
value when it comes to discussions on nouvelle théologie.8 Usually, such
approaches tend to situate nouvelle théologie as a theological movement
that succeeded in getting critical biblical scholarship entrenched also in
the Catholic Church.9 Nouvelle théologie becomes, on such an account,
the movement that enabled the Church to move out of its self-imposed
fearful isolation toward an acceptance of the benefits that the Enlight-
enment had introduced to the West. With many of the nouvelle theolo-
gians themselves having suffered ecclesiastical discipline of one sort or
another, it is sometimes thought that freedom of theological expression
must be one of the prime concerns for these theologians, who helped
open the Church’s windows at the Second Vatican Council. Aggiorna-
mento, after all, was Pope John’s characterization of what Vatican II was
going to be about. And aggiornamento is what nouvelle théologie had been
advocating for years. So, on this reading nouvelle théologie becomes a
movement on the progressive or left wing of the Catholic Church. We
find such depictions both among staunch defenders of nouvelle théologie

7. Oliver O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations: Rediscovering the Roots of Politi-
cal Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 21999) 26, 146, 211, 216, 219.

8. While I am not in agreement with Reinhard Hütter’s evaluation of the contro-
versies surrounding nouvelle théologie, he is right, I believe, in lamenting the polarizing
manner in which some write off neo-Thomism as harsh, arch-reactionary, or rigid
(“Desiderium Naturale Visionis Dei – Est autem duplex hominis beatitudo sive felicitas:
Some Observations about Lawrence Feingold’s and John Milbank’s Recent Interventions
in the Debate over the Natural Desire to See God,” Nova et Vetera, English edition 5
[2007] 81-132, at 88-89).

9. Of course, Pius XII had already accepted critical scholarship in his 1943 encycli-
cal, Divino afflante.
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and among its detractors. Again, it is not that there is no validity to such
depictions; there is – though some of the nouvelle theologians lend them-
selves to such an historical reconstruction better than others.10

Admittedly, I do have something at stake in the way we look at nou-
velle théologie. If the interpretation I’ve just rejected does go to the root
of this theological movement, I certainly cannot enlist it to counter the
radical autonomy of the natural realm in modern Western society. More-
over, the subtitle of my essay refers to nouvelle théologie as searching for
a sacramental ontology. Weber’s disenchantment thesis implies a loss, not
a deepening, of a sacramental outlook on life. So, to interpret nouvelle
théologie as colluding with the forces of disenchantment rather than as
presenting an antidote would involve a serious difficulty for the main
argument as I intend to present it here. Essentially, what I want to argue
is that a sacramental ontology lies at the heart of many of the issues that
the French Catholic school of nouvelle théologie addressed in their critique
of the dominant neo-scholastic theology of the time and in their ressource-
ment of the “Great Tradition” of the Church Fathers and the Middle
Ages. In short, I am inclined to think that the issue at the time was not
primarily: are the progressives or the conservatives going to win out in
the Church? Rather, the question was: to what extent are we willing to
correct a modern, positivist approach to reality, as expressed in the neo-
Thomist tradition, with a sacramental view, one that chastens the Aris-
totelianism and intellectualism of St. Thomas by appealing to the Pla-
tonist-Christian synthesis that had characterized much of the Church’s
tradition, and to some extent continued to influence also Thomas
Aquinas himself?11

Fortunately, my argument does have some scholarly precedent. John
Milbank in The Suspended Middle, and, with a somewhat different slant,

10. Both Bouillard and de Lubac, the two theologians under discussion in this
essay, refused to sign the controversial 1969 manifesto on theological freedom of expres-
sion (“Déclaration sur la liberté et la fonction des théologiens dans l’Église,” Concilium
41 [1969] 147-151). Cf. Michael Castro, “Henri Bouillard (1908-1981): Éléments de
biographie intellectuelle,” Mélanges de science religieuse 60/4 (2003) 43-58; 63/2 (2006)
47-59, at 60/4 (2003) 53. In terms of personality, with the hands-on attitude and down-
to-earth theology of someone like Marie-Dominique Chenu we find ourselves in many
ways in a different world than in that of much more reserved scholarly characters such
as Bouillard and de Lubac. Perhaps the best overall introductions (in English) to these
two scholars are Christophe F. Potworowski, Contemplation and Incarnation: The Theol-
ogy of Marie-Dominique Chenu (Montreal, Que.: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2001)
and Susan K. Wood, Spiritual Exegesis and the Church in the Theology of Henri de Lubac
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998).

11. For the tension in Thomas’s thought, see Hans Boersma, “Theology as Queen
of Hospitality,” Evangelical Quarterly 79 (2007) 291-310.
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Tracey Rowland, in Culture and the Thomist Tradition after Vatican II,
both appeal to Henri de Lubac as an antidote to modernity’s self-enclo-
sure and its insistence on radical autonomy in the realm of nature.12 Sim-
ilarly, Andrew Louth and Louis Dupré have for years advocated that we
look to the Greek Fathers and their alliance with neo-Platonism in order
to subvert the naturalist assumptions of the contemporary Western mind-
set.13 And recently Wayne Hankey published a book entitled One Hun-
dred Years of Neoplatonism in France: A Brief Philosophical History, in
which he, too, situates the movement of nouvelle théologie on an overall
track of French intellectual thought that was moving away from the ratio-
nalist foundations of positivism into directions that were much more
neo-Platonic in character.14 It seems that Gillon’s derogatory néoplaton-
isme belgo-français did, perhaps, have some basis in fact.

A caveat is, however, in order. When I speak of the traditional Pla-
tonist-Christian synthesis or refer to the impact of neo-Platonism on the
mid-twentieth-century French and Belgian intellectual climate, I do not
mean this in a narrowly defined sense. I am not suggesting, for example,
that each of the various nouvelle theologians had a clear goal in mind as
to which aspects of Platonism or neo-Platonism they wanted to recover.
Moreover, their alliance with the Platonic tradition always remained ten-
uous, at best. And I am certainly not insisting that people like de Lubac
and Bouillard were simply neo-Platonists. The Christian belief in God’s
freedom in creating ex nihilo, the strong incarnational emphasis of nou-
velle théologie, the doctrine of the Trinity itself, and of course the good-
ness of a contingent natural order meant that the nouvelle theologians
often would not hesitate to express serious reservations with regard to the
Platonic tradition.15

Nonetheless, nouvelle théologie had good reason to look to the neo-
Platonic tradition to fuel its theological engines. This is easily under-
stood when we realize the rationalist neo-Thomist environment against

12. John Milbank, The Suspended Middle: Henri de Lubac and the Debate con-
cerning the Supernatural (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005); cf. id., Theology and
Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990) 210-232; Tracey Row-
land, Culture and the Thomist Tradition after Vatican II (London: Routledge, 2003).

13. Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition: From Plato to
Denys (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981); Louis Dupré, Religious Mystery and Ratio-
nal Reflection (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998); id., Passage to Modernity: An Essay
in the Hermeneutics of Nature and Culture (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1993).

14. Wayne J. Hankey, One Hundred Years of Neoplatonism in France: A Brief Philo-
sophical History, Studies in Philosophical Theology, 32 (Louvain: Peeters, 2006).

15. For a broader description of how these various Christian distinctives served to
mitigate the Platonic impact on the Christian faith, see Dupré, Passage to Modernity,
168. Cf. Louth, Origins, 78.
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which nouvelle théologie was reacting. The standard approach in Catholic
thought was one in which a commonly shared rationality provided struc-
tures that allowed proofs for the existence of God – particularly Thomas’s
five ways – to function as preambles to the faith (praeambula fidei). These
proofs, along with the evidence that prophecy and miracles provided for
the reality of Christian revelation, belonged to a natural substructure that
was considered universally accessible. Encouraged by the late nineteenth-
century revival of Thomism, and in particular the ostensibly unequivo-
cal claim of Dei Filius (1870) that God could be “known with certitude
by the natural light of human reason from created thing,”16 neo-Thomist
scholarship ended up in a position where the supernatural contents of the
faith had little or no connection with the actual ways in which people’s
lives might open up to the contents of the gospel. Furthermore, because
of the lack of connection between the praeambula fidei and the gift of
supernatural grace, it became difficult to look to the contents of the
Christian faith for fittingness (convenientia) with people’s actual lives.
The result was that rational assent to the extrinsic structures of divine rev-
elation and of the Church’s authority tended to function prominently in
the neo-Thomist approach.

The great fear of nouvelle théologie was no doubt the positivism
that this kind of rational approach appeared to entail, both with regard
to foundational or apologetic theology and in terms of the exposition
of the contents of Christian doctrine. Nouvelle théologie wished to make
room for a more participatory mode of knowing, in which nature and
the supernatural were not pitched over against one another or super-
imposed upon each other but, rather, were intimately connected. The
nouvelle theologians described this close connection by way of an ontol-
ogy that I believe was essentially sacramental in character. Perhaps the
contemporary emphasis on individual autonomy makes it difficult for
us to appreciate that protests against entrenched authority structures
could be anything but a defence of the freedom of individual expression.
This was nonetheless by and large not the approach of nouvelle théolo-
gie.17 Instead, it was a theological movement with a largely positive
agenda, which attempted to recover richer, more participatory modes of

16. Dei Filius, Chapter 2.1 (Henricus Denzinger and Adolfus Schönmetzer, ed.,
Enchiridion symbolorum, definitionum et declarationum de rebus fidei et morum, 34th ed.
[Barcelona: Herder, 1967], no. 3004).

17. In reading Hans Urs von Balthasar’s account, one cannot but admire de Lubac’s
willingness to suffer ostracism within the Church (The Theology of Henri de Lubac: An
Overview, trans. Joseph Fessio and Susan Clements [San Francisco, CA: Communio –
Ignatius, 1991] 19-21).

2131-09_LouStu_2007/4_01_Boersma  28-04-2009  17:20  Pagina 338



NÉOPLATONISME BELGO-FRANÇAIS 339

knowing, which had all but gone missing through the dominance of
the tradition of neo-Thomism.

Throughout the writings of nouvelle théologie, we can find evidence
of this search for a sacramental ontology.18 Most important, perhaps, is
the ressourcement of the tradition, which was key to the challenge that
nouvelle théologie intended to present. The republication of the Church
Fathers in the Lyons-Fourvière series, “Sources chrétiennes,” starting in
1942, was a direct challenge to the neo-Thomist hegemony, which had
proceeded on the premise that the way to deepen theological insight was
by way of rational commentary on the theology of St. Thomas. It was
thought that the Angelic Doctor had clearly perceived and explained the
revealed truths that the Church had received, and to go back beyond the
theology of Thomas could only imply a negative judgement on the the-
ology as it had been authoritatively set forth in the Summa.

The new series of the Church Fathers, published at the initiative
of Henri de Lubac and Jean Daniélou (1905-74), appeared to chal-
lenge directly the common way in which revealed truth had been func-
tioning in the Church, and neo-Thomists like Marie-Michel Labour-
dette (1908-90) did not lose time pointing out the theological agenda
behind this new series hailing from Lyons-Fourvière.19 Indeed, the
“Sources chrétiennes” focused directly, and for quite some time exclu-
sively, on the Greek Fathers: Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Gregory
of Nyssa, and others.20 As the historian, Étienne Fouilloux, puts it,
Henri de Lubac

had embarked on a dual contest: against an insufficiently nuanced
view of medieval theology, of which he thought he could show that
it was not just a royal path toward St. Thomas and that it owed as

18. For the link between sacramental ontology and ecclesiology in de Lubac, see
Hans Boersma, “Sacramental Ontology: Nature and the Supernatural in the Ecclesiol-
ogy of Henri de Lubac,” New Blackfriars 88 (2007) 242-273.

19. Marie-Michel Labourdette, “La théologie et ses sources,” Revue Thomiste 46
(1946) 353-371. The essay was republished as part of the larger debate in Dialogue
théologique: Pièces du débat entre “La Revue Thomiste” d’une part et les R.R. P.P. de Lubac,
Daniélou, Bouillard, Fessard, von Balthasar, S.J., d’autre part, by M. Labourdette, M.-J.
Nicolas, and R.-L. Bruckberger (Saint-Maximin: Arcades, 1947). Cf. Étienne Fouilloux,
La collection “Sources chrétiennes”: Éditer les Pères de l’Église au XXe siècle (Paris: Cerf,
1995) 115-132.

20. The first volume in the series was Gregory of Nyssa’s Contemplation on the
Life of Moses, edited by Jean Daniélou (1941), followed by Clement of Alexandria’s Pro-
trepticus, edited by Claude Mondésert (1942), and by Athenagoras of Athens’s Supplica-
tion for the Christians, edited by Gustave Bardy (1943). Daniélou himself published
another volume by Gregory of Nyssa in 1944 (The Creation of Man), while de Lubac’s
first volumes in the series were Origen’s Homilies on Genesis (1944) and his Homilies on
Exodus (1947).
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much to the Fathers as to Aristotle; and against recent interpreters
of a theology that he preferred to call “modern” or “new” rather than
“baroque,” which he accused of having taken scholasticism in its most
logical and metaphysical sense, to the detriment of the unity of its
approach, which was at once philosophical, theological, and mysti-
cal. Well before this drift, the Greek Fathers had followed the path
of a reading of revelation unified from above, and not isolated and
compartmentalized in a more or less waterproof fashion.21

Of course, this return to the Church Fathers, and particularly de
Lubac’s and Daniélou’s exploration of spiritual methods of interpreta-
tion, implied that critical exegesis could not stand on its own but was
intrinsically related to the experience of one’s faith.22 The interpretation
of the Fathers, so criticized by modern readings of Scripture, was for nou-
velle théologie a way of asserting a more sacramental approach to Scrip-
ture, one that rejected a historicist or positivist reading, while maintain-
ing the intimate bond between the literal and the spiritual levels of the
text.23 So, while neo-Thomism may indeed have been fearful of histori-
cal-critical methods, and saw the spectre of Alfred Loisy’s (1857-1940)
Modernism looming behind it, we should keep in mind that nouvelle
théologie’s relative openness toward historical criticism went accompanied
by the realization that interpretation of scripture was not simply a mat-
ter of ascertaining authorial intent but had as its aim the signified real-
ity (res significata) that the text made possible. What fascinates me about
the nouvelle theologians is their realization that the strong opposition
between neo-Thomism and Modernism was unable to hide an underly-
ing unity in granting radical autonomy to the natural order. Nouvelle
théologie realized that a project of ressourcement was required to overcome
the anti-sacramental compartmentalization informing a great deal of con-
temporary exegesis.24

My forays into nouvelle théologie thus far seem to support the
hypothesis of a sacramental and more neo-Platonic approach as central

21. Étienne Fouilloux, Une Église en quête de liberté: La pensée catholique française
entre modernisme et Vatican II (1914-1962) (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1998) 184-
185.

22. See particularly Henri de Lubac, Medieval Exegesis: The Four Senses of Scrip-
ture, vol. 1, trans. Mark Sebanc (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans; Edinburgh: T&T Clark,
1998); id., Medieval Exegesis: The Four Senses of Scripture, vol. 2, trans. E. M. Macierowski
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2000); Jean Daniélou, From
Shadows to Reality: Studies in the Biblical Typology of the Fathers, trans. Wulstan Hibberd
(London: Burns & Oates, 1960).

23. Cf. Wood, Spiritual Exegesis and the Church.
24. Cf. Matthew Levering, Participatory Biblical Exegesis: A Theology of Biblical

Interpretation (Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame University Press, 2008).
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to nouvelle théologie. So, in the remainder of this essay I want to illustrate
this in two ways: (1) with Henri de Lubac’s understanding of natural
desire as the locale of sacramental presence in his understanding of the
nature – supernatural relationship;25 and (2) with Henri Bouillard’s devel-
opment of a sacramental epistemology in his re-appropriation of St.
Thomas Aquinas.26 In the sacramental ontology of these two theologians,
the contingencies of created historical realities have the potential to func-
tion as sacramental means to draw the created order into deifying union
with the triune God.

Henri de Lubac: Desiderium naturale as Sacramental Presence

In the concluding chapter of his book, Le mystère du Surnaturel
(1965), in a chapter entitled “The Call of Love,” Henri de Lubac issued
the following words of caution against neo-Platonism:

One must … be careful to correct – if not wholly to avoid – the neo-
Platonist metaphors of flux, of gushing, of “effluence,” of emanation,
of soaking into things. God is not, as one might think from some Pla-
tonist expressions also taken up by Denys, a generosity pouring him-
self out, it is at best inadequate to see him simply as that “funda-
mental generosity” which must mean, for the Absolute, simply the
fact of being essentially communicable; or that kind of generosity
which is no more than a de-sacralized charity. Those who, in order
to avoid “contingentist theories” which might tend to anthropomor-
phism, accept rather too readily Platonist or Plotinian theories as if
despairing in advance of purifying any personalist theory by the laws
of analogy, are in danger of steering from Charybdis on to Scylla. No
theory will dispense with the need for correction by analogy.27

These strongly worded comments seem to run counter to the cen-
tral thesis of my essay, namely, that we find in de Lubac a resource to help
us recover a more sacramental ontology, partly at least because of its con-
nection with the Platonic tradition. And this lengthy quotation is not an

25. For bibliographies of de Lubac’s writings, see Karl H. Neufeld and Michel
Sales, Bibliographie Henri de Lubac 1925-1974 (Einsiedeln: Johannes, 21974); id., “Bib-
liographie de Henri de Lubac (Corrections et compléments) 1942-1989,” in Henri de
Lubac, Théologie dans l’histoire, vol. 2, Questions disputées et résistance au nazisme (Paris:
Desclée de Brouwer, 1990) 408-416.

26. For a bibliography of Bouillard’s writings, see Karl H. Neufeld, “Bibliogra-
phie du P. Henri Bouillard: 1942-1981,” in Henri Bouillard, Vérité du christianisme, ed.
Karl H. Neufeld (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1989) 357-361.

27. Henri de Lubac, The Mystery of the Supernatural, trans. Rosemary Sheed,
introd. David L. Schindler (New York: Herder & Herder – Crossroad, 1998) 234-235.
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isolated one. The entire chapter contrasts the call of God’s love in Christ
with the Platonic absolute, supreme intelligence, “eternally unaware of us
imperfect beings.”28 We need to take seriously these anti-Platonic com-
ments, found here as well as elsewhere in de Lubac’s writings. His desire
to safeguard both the concrete character of the love of the triune God
and his freedom in creating and redeeming is unambiguous. And, of
course, in this way, de Lubac simply places himself in the Christian tra-
dition, which has generally tried to uphold both the Trinitarian love and
the freedom of the Creator and Redeemer God in the face of the ema-
nationism and pantheism of the Platonic tradition.

There is more, however, to de Lubac’s quotation than meets the eye.
He accompanies his expressions of reservation regarding the Platonic tra-
dition with several comments indicating that he wishes to safeguard the
gratuity of divine grace: “Let us say it once more in conclusion: God
could have refused to give himself to his creatures, just as he could have,
and has, given himself. The gratuitousness of the supernatural order is
true individually and totally. It is gratuitous in regard to what we see as
preceding it, whether in time or in logic.”29 While by no means disin-
genuous, either in his cautionary comments against neo-Platonism or in
his insistence on the gratuity of the gift of sanctifying grace, we nonethe-
less do need to notice the defensive posture that de Lubac adopts with
these comments. His anti-Platonic discourse serves to shore up the gra-
tuity of grace. And his insistence on the freedom of grace serves in turn
to protect him from the key accusation that he is no doubt anticipating
from the commentatorial Thomist tradition. Or, to put it somewhat dif-
ferently, precisely because he is aware of being perceived as a closet neo-
Platonist, he pulls out all the stops in trying to pre-empt his opponents’
attacks.

Of course, de Lubac should know. Fifteen years prior to the publi-
cation of Le mystère du surnaturel, de Lubac, along with Bouillard and sev-
eral others, had been forced to give up his teaching position as part of
the turbulent events surrounding the encyclical Humani generis (1950).
Part of the reason for his dismissal had been his 1946 book Surnaturel,
which as part of the clampdown had been removed from circulation,
together with two of de Lubac’s other books.30 While always insisting

28. De Lubac, Mystery, 228.
29. Ibid., 236.
30. The other two books withdrawn were Corpus Mysticum (1944) and De la con-

naissance de Dieu (1945). De Lubac later published the latter in expanded form as Sur
les chemins de Dieu (1956). For English translations of the two works, see Henri de Lubac,
Corpus Mysticum: The Eucharist and the Church in the Middle Ages: Historical Survey,
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that the encyclical had never been directed against him, there is little
doubt that the magisterium was, in fact, objecting to platonizing ten-
dencies that might restrict the freedom of God. “Others,” Humani generis
insisted, “destroy the gratuity of the supernatural order, since God, they
say, cannot create intellectual beings without ordering and calling them
to the beatific vision.”31

This raises the question, of course, why the neo-Thomists were con-
vinced that de Lubac’s position, advanced first in 1946 in Surnaturel,
and then in somewhat modified form again in 1965 in Augustinisme et
théologie moderne and in Le mystère du Surnaturel, would endanger the
gratuity of grace. This suspicion ties in with the connection between de
Lubac and Maurice Blondel (1861-1949). De Lubac’s theology bore the
clear stamp of the philosopher from Aix-en-Provence.32 Étienne Fouilloux
goes so far as to refer to the Fourvière theologians de Lubac, Jean
Daniélou (1905-74), and Bouillard, along with Gaston Fessard (1897-
1978) and Yves de Montcheuil (1899-1944), as “the Blondelian Jesuits,”
and he places beyond doubt the impact of Maurice Blondel on this group
of theologians.33 Fouilloux describes de Lubac’s work as, “in large mea-
sure, the theological extension of the philosophy of action” that Blondel
had advocated.34

Blondel had made waves in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries with books such as L’Action (1893) and Lettre d’apologétique

trans. Gemma Simmonds, with Richard Price and Christopher Stephens, ed. Laurence
Paul Hemming and Susan Frank Parsons (London: SCM, 2006); id., The Discovery of
God, trans. Alexander Dru et al. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1996).

31. Humani generis, no. 26 (www.vatican.va). De Lubac displayed a remarkable
ingenuity, actually claiming that the encyclical had called for a renewal that would sup-
port his theological conclusions (Augustinianism and Modern Theology, trans. Lancelot
Sheppard, introd. Louis Dupré [New York: Crossroad/Herder & Herder, 2000] 274-
275). For the question of de Lubac’s relation to Humani generis, see also David L.
Schindler, “Introduction,” in de Lubac, Mystery, xxii-xxiii. 

32. Already when he studied philosophy (1920-23), de Lubac had read, “with
enthusiasm,” Blondel’s L’Action (1893) and his Lettre d’apologétique (1896). During this
time, in 1922, de Lubac had also paid Blondel a visit. See Henri de Lubac, At the Ser-
vice of the Church: Henri de Lubac Reflects on the Circumstances that Occasioned His Writ-
ings, trans. Anne Elizabeth Englund (San Francisco, CA: Ignatius, 1993) 18-19. For a
detailed account of Blondel’s influence on de Lubac, see Antonio Russo, Henri de Lubac:
Teologia e dogma nella storia: L’influsso di Blondel (Rome: Edizioni Studium, 1990). Cf.
also Boersma, “Sacramental Ontology;” Kevin L. Hughes, “The ‘Fourfold Sense’: De
Lubac, Blondel and Contemporary Theology,” Heythrop Journal 42 (2001) 451-462.

33. Fouilloux, Une Église, 174-181. Cf. Hankey, One Hundred Years, 142-151.
34. Fouilloux, Une Église, 178. Cf. de Lubac, At the Service, 19, where he refers

also to Joseph Maréchal and Pierre Rousselot as having been formative for him. Cf. also
id., A Brief Catechesis on Nature and Grace, trans. Richard Arnandez (San Fancisco, CA:
Ignatius, 1984) 37-38.
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(1896). In fact, it would not be an overstatement to say that nouvelle
théologie, or at least the Fourvière theologians usually included in this
group, was deeply indebted to Blondel. In particular, it would seem, it
was Blondel’s Histoire et dogme that presented to de Lubac a way forward
in a theological climate dominated by neo-scholasticism. In this 1904
essay, Blondel expounded on his differences with the Modernist approach
to biblical scholarship and, in particular, with that of Alfred Loisy. With-
out mentioning Loisy by name, Blondel made clear that he believed the
controversial biblical scholar had fallen prey to what he termed “histori-
cism.” Blondel explained not only where his disagreements with Loisy lay,
but in so doing he also made clear that his own “method of immanence,”
which he had advocated in his 1896 Lettre d’apologétique should not be
confused with “historicism” or “immanentism.” While the historian
indeed had a “relative autonomy” vis-à-vis Christian doctrine,35 and
“while the historian has, as it were, a word to say in everything con-
cerning man, there is nothing on which he has the last word.”36 The dif-
ficulty with historicism, Blondel maintained, was that it did not recog-
nize the spiritual reality that influenced historical research. Satisfied with
the logical development of mechanical explanations, historicism, insist-
ing on a purely phenomenological approach, ignored the deeper non-
intellectual realities that shaped people’s actions.37 The only way for his-
torians properly to remain in their own field was, paradoxically,

to open all the doors and windows on to horizons other than one’s
own; never to lose sight of the essential truth that “technical and crit-
ical history,” in the precise and scientific sense of the words, is not
“real history,” the substitute for the life of humanity, the totality of
historical truths, and that between these two histories, of which one
is a science and the other a life, one resulting from a phenomeno-
logical method and the other tending to represent genuine reality,
there is an abyss.38

In short, while Blondel was willing to acknowledge a “relative auton-
omy” for historical research, he rejected absolute “self-sufficiency.”39

35. Maurice Blondel, “History and Dogma,” The Letter on Apologetics, and, His-
tory and Dogma, ed. and trans. Alexander Dru and Illtyd Trethowan (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 1994) 232.

36. Ibid., 236.
37. Ibid., 241.
38. Ibid., 238.
39. Ibid., 238. For a solid discussion of autonomy, see Anton Losinger, Relative

Autonomy: The Key to Understanding Vatican II (Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 1997). Losinger
argues that the Pastoral Constitution Lumen Gentium (36.1) advocates only a relative auton-
omy in speaking of a “rightful autonomy of earthly affairs” (iusta rerum terrenarum autono-
mia) and that it thus rejects the modern tendency toward individual autonomy.
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Blondel did not restrict himself, however, to assailing historicism. An
equally serious problem was that of neo-scholastic extrinsicism. Taking a
jab at the notion that empirically observed historical facts functioned to
establish the truth of Christian revelation, Blondel maintained:

Thus the relation of the sign to the thing signified is extrinsic, the
relation of the facts to the theology superimposed upon them is
extrinsic, and extrinsic too is the link between our thought and our
life and the truths proposed to us from outside. Such, in its naked
poverty, is extrinsicism – it lacks the strength to make life circulate
between faith and dogma or between dogma and faith, and allows
them turn by turn to fall tyranically [sic] one upon the other.40

Using sacramental language, Blondel insisted here that for the neo-
Thomist tradition, the signum (“the sign”) and the res significata (“the
thing signified”) remained extrinsic to one another. Although the his-
toricism of Modernism and the extrinsicism of neo-Thomism appeared
to be each other’s opposites, Blondel was convinced that both in fact
assumed the same rationalist separation between signum and res, history
and faith, philosophy and theology.

Blondel attempted to overcome this separation by arguing that the
tradition of the Church had provided a sacramental connection between
the two. We do not simply look to a historical Jesus, but, Blondel
insisted, to Christ as the Church has come to understand him through
the centuries.41 Thus, Blondel presented a plea for an “intermediary”
between history and dogma,42 located in the reality of a tradition that
developed “as the result of a sort of rumination, by grasping what had
first of all escaped us.”43 Modernist historicism and neo-Thomist extrin-
sicism, both based on a positivist view of rationality, rejected the notion
of a developing tradition informing the contents of the Christian faith.44

For Blondel, then, the supernatural was not a heterogeneous superaddi-
tum but was “a love-relationship which insinuates a new order into the
normal order.”45

At this point, we are getting a clear sense where the apprehensions
of the neo-Thomists were situated. They saw, in de Lubac, Blondel’s
“method of immanence,” along with all of its connections to Modernism.
From their perspective, they were right to worry. De Lubac’s Surnaturel

40. Blondel, “History and Dogma,” 228.
41. Ibid., 244-245.
42. Ibid., 264.
43. Ibid., 273.
44. Ibid., 278.
45. Ibid., 283.
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uncompromisingly rejected commentatorial Thomism and sounded a
clarion call for a reintegration of theology and philosophy. De Lubac was
convinced that the neo-Thomist tradition had caused a loss of the proper
place of theology. “Theology had reigned as queen of the sciences, and
on occasion it had possibly taken unfair advantage of its title. Now it was
beginning to lose its position; after dominating the whole of knowledge
it was tending to become merely a separate branch. The supernatural
end which is, so to say, the keystone of the arch, was no longer that of
philosophy. The study of man was cut into two parts.”46

Specifically, de Lubac objected to two developments in the neo-
Thomist tradition, in each of which he observed a radical departure from
St. Thomas himself.47 First, he lamented the rise of the idea of “pure
nature” (pura natura), that is to say, nature apart from any consideration
of grace or of a supernatural end. Initially, the question of pura natura
had been raised hypothetically in connection with the eternal destiny of
unbaptized children. What would be their final end? By way of analogy,
the issue was then raised: imagine that Adam would have died in a state
of pure nature, before receiving sanctifying grace.48 Thus, the theolo-
goumenon of pura natura was, in the neo-Thomist tradition, a state in
which God hypothetically could have created Adam. That is to say,
according to his absolute power (potentia absoluta) God could have cre-
ated Adam without original justice and sanctifying grace. Such a first
creature surely would not have ended up with the same supernatural
beatitude that Adam, and all of the saints, did in fact obtain. The later
Thomists turned this hypothesis into an elaborate scheme in which two
parallel orders ran alongside one another, each perfectly following its own
course: the natural and the supernatural orders each leading to its own
appropriate connatural end.

Second, almost inevitably accompanying the notion of pura natura
was the insistence that human beings were not naturally oriented toward
a supernatural end. That is to say, there was no natural desire (desiderium
naturale) for a supernatural end. After all, the Aristotelian principle of
connaturality demanded that every being had an end proportionate to its
nature, so that it could attain this end by means of its inherent powers.
As Aristotle had argued in Book 2 of De caelo, if the stars had had the
capacity to move, nature would have given them the appropriate organs

46. De Lubac, Augustinianism, 214-215.
47. Interestingly, Bouillard presents a nearly identical analysis of Thomas’s posi-

tion on the nature – supernatural relationship (Conversion et grâce, 77-84).
48. De Lubac, Augustinianism, 110.
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to do so.49 Accordingly, the neo-Thomists argued, it was impossible for
human beings to have the innate desire for the supernatural beatific vision
without also having the means to attain it. The only conclusion could
be that there was no such thing as a desiderium naturale for a supernat-
ural end. The desire for our supernatural end must itself already be a
separate supernatural gift of grace. Human beings had a twofold final
end, so it was concluded, the one natural and the other supernatural,
the latter extrinsically superimposed on the former.

As a meticulous historian of doctrine, de Lubac carefully traced the
rise of this overall extrinsicist thought pattern. He looked for some of its
origins to the sixteenth-century Louvain theologians John Driedo (1480-
1533) and Ruard Tapper (1487-1599), both of whom had insisted that
God had not owed human beings the supernatural gift of eternal life and
that God could have created Adam without sanctifying grace.50 Robert
Bellarmine (1542-1621) had gone a step further than just insisting that
God was under no obligation to provide Adam with supernatural grace.
At this point, during the sixteenth-century controversy surrounding
Baianism, the notion of pura natura had first come up. “Bellarmine was
its creator,” insisted de Lubac.51 All the same, however, each of these the-
ologians had still remained relatively subdued in their assertions sur-
rounding God’s hypothetical use of his absolute power to create a human
being in pura natura. The notion had only served in a purely hypothet-
ical fashion, safeguarding the idea that God had been under no obliga-
tion to give supernatural grace.

More importantly, none of these theologians had in any way denied
that in actual fact every human being did have a natural desire for the
supernatural end of the beatific vision. As to the Aristotelian principle of
connaturality, which seemed to exclude such an apparent confusion
between nature and the supernatural, de Lubac showed that none of these
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century theologians had been impressed with
the philosopher. Aristotle had not been a Christian and could not possi-
bly have been expected to speak with authority on the relationship
between nature and the supernatural. As the Dominican theologian,
Dominic Soto (1499-1560), had put it, “Aristotle knew nothing about
the supernatural, and he would not have conceded that any matter has a
natural inclination toward anything, unless it had the power and natural

49. “Si natura dedisset caelis inclinationem ad motum progressivum, dedisset etiam
instrumenta ad talem motum.” Quoted in de Lubac, Augustinianism, 169.

50. Ibid., 147-149.
51. De Lubac here quotes Fr. Smulders (ibid., 152).
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strengths to obtain it; we, however, do concede that our nature is so sub-
lime that it is inclined toward that end which we cannot obtain except
through God’s help.”52 And, as de Lubac never tired of pointing out, it
was not only Dominicans like Soto, but also Scotists – including Duns
Scotus (1265/66-1308) himself – who had been adamant in insisting on
an innate desiderium naturale.53

At the same time, however, a shift had been taking place in the fif-
teenth and sixteenth centuries. The application of the Aristotelian prin-
ciple of connaturality, along with the implication of the denial of a
desiderium naturale, had first come to the surface, de Lubac explained,
with Denys the Cartusian (1402-71) and then with Thomas Cardinal
Cajetan (1469-1534). For both of these theologians, natural power could
not possibly have been in vain, so that they had logically come to deny
that a desire for the vision of God was natural to human beings.54 They
had been followed in this by Conrad Kroellin (1476-1536), Francis Sil-
vester (Ferrariensis) (1474-1526), and Chrysostom Javelli (1470-1538).55

Later on in the sixteenth century, other Thomist scholars from Salamanca
– Bartholomew of Medina (1527-81) and Dominic Bañez (1528-1604)
– had also started to pick up on the idea.56 With Francisco Suárez (1548-
1617) introducing the principle of connaturality in his book, De fine
ultimo (1592), de Lubac concluded that “it may well be thought that no
one did more to spread it than Suarez.”57 And de Lubac did not hesitate
to trace the development through to neo-Thomist luminaries of his own
time, scholars such as Ambroise Gardeil, Réginald Garrigou-Lagrange,
Joseph de Tonquédec, Blaise Romeyer, Charles Boyer, and Pedro
Descocqs.58

By far the most influential in promoting this train of thought, de
Lubac explained, had been Cajetan and Suárez, both of them insisting
that they had been in line with the Angelic Doctor himself. At the same
time, however, the Fourvière Jesuit made clear that it was not a fellow-
Jesuit like Suárez who had first devised the idea of human nature as a
closed, self-sufficient entity: the Dominican theologian “Cajetan is, if not
quite the first initiator of it, at least its patron and leading authority. It was
chiefly he who introduced it into Thomism and, more precisely, actually

52. Soto, In IV Sent., dist. 41, q2, a1. Quoted in de Lubac, Augustinianisim, 130.
53. De Lubac, Augustinianism, 138, 211, 230; de Lubac, Mystery, 154-155.
54. De Lubac, Augustinianism, 163-165.
55. Ibid., 125-126, 165-166.
56. Ibid., 168.
57. Ibid.
58. Ibid., 161-62; de Lubac, Mystery, 149-150.
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into the exegesis of St. Thomas himself, thus conferring upon it a kind of
usurped authority.”59 It was Cajetan, then, whom de Lubac blamed more
than anyone else for introducing an innovation under the guise of merely
being a faithful commentator of St. Thomas.60

De Lubac was keen to demonstrate that both the notion of pure
nature and the denial of natural desire were relatively recent develop-
ments, and that they could not possibly boast the support of St.
Thomas.61 This is not to say that de Lubac felt equally strongly about
both issues. He was willing to recognize that in some sense the notion
of pura natura might serve a positive purpose, in that it might indeed
safeguard the gratuity of grace by making clear that divine grace came to
us from the outside, and was, in that sense, supernatural or extrinsic.
The idea could serve, he acknowledged, to keep at bay the view of
Michael Baius (1513-89) that God had been obliged to provide Adam
in Paradise with eternal life, thereby obviating the gratuitous character
of the immediate gift of the Spirit in the Garden. For Baius, the creation
of human nature had necessarily and immediately implied the gift of the
Spirit. Prior the Fall, there had only been merit, no grace.62 Eager to make
clear his differences with Baianism, de Lubac was willing to admit that
the hypothetical idea of pure nature could perhaps assist to uphold the
priority of grace also in the prelapsarian situation.

But even this admission was mostly a matter of expediency. De
Lubac’s reservations with regard to pura natura, particularly whenever
this notion came accompanied by the denial of an innate desiderium

59. De Lubac, Mystery, 145-146.
60. Cf. de Lubac, Augustinianism, 138.
61. De Lubac’s interpretation of St. Thomas continues to be a matter of dis-

agreement. In agreement with de Lubac’s general position are Stephen Wang, “Aquinas
on Human Happiness and the Natural Desire for God,” New Blackfriars 88 (2007) 322-
334; Denis J. M. Bradley, Aquinas on the Twofold Human Good: Reason and Human
Happiness in Aquinas’s Moral Science (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America
Press, 1997); Éric de Moulins-Beaufort, Anthropologie et mystique selon Henri de Lubac:
“L’esprit de l’homme” ou la présence de Dieu en l’homme (Paris: Cerf, 2003). Others express
disagreement: Hütter, “Desiderium Naturale;” Guy Mansini, “Henri de Lubac, the Nat-
ural Desire to See God, and Pure Nature,” Gregorianum 83 (2002) 89-109; Lawrence
Feingold, The Natural Desire to See God according to St. Thomas Aquinas and His Inter-
preters (Rome: Apollinaris, 2001); Stephen A. Long, “Man’s Natural End,” The Thomist
64 (2000) 211-237; Georges P. Cottier, “Désir naturel de voir Dieu,” Gregorianum 78
(1997) 679-698; id., Le désir de Dieu: Sur les traces de saint Thomas (Paris: Parole et
Silence, 2002).

62. De Lubac, Augustinianism, 1-30. While de Lubac agrees that the notion of pure
nature is “perhaps useful, but recent” (Augustinianism, 106), he also makes clear that the
notion actually did not function a great deal in the Baianist controversy (ibid., 107-109).
Elsewhere, de Lubac questions whether the hypothesis of pure nature is “really useful”
(de Lubac, Mystery, 52).
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naturale, remained profound. First, as long as the idea of pure nature
functioned at the level of a mere hypothesis, it seemed to him ultimately
useless in protecting the gratuity of grace. The question of grace, after
all, did not concern a hypothetical human nature, but it concerned me,
a human being created with a supernatural end: “What can possibly be
learnt from the situation of the first, the hypothetical man, in regard to
the gratuitousness of the gift given to the second, the man that I am in
reality? I can only repeat that ultimately it is solely in relation to me, in
relation to our nature as it is, this actual mankind to which we belong,
that this question of gratuitousness can be asked and answered.”63 In
other words, even if grace had indeed been gratuitous for a hypotheti-
cal person created in a state of pure nature, this in no way provided a
guarantee that grace was also gratuitous in our actual state.

Second, over time, the hypothetical character of pure nature had
turned out to be not quite so hypothetical. While St Thomas had been
content to acknowledge with Aristotle that there were subordinate nat-
ural ends of earthly happiness, the new Thomism had gone much fur-
ther, speaking of a twofold end, the one natural and the other supernat-
ural, even in the hereafter. Soon a twofold beatitude, even a twofold
vision of God, had been the result. De Lubac illustrated how the com-
mentatorial Thomists had ended up with the natural realm annexing all
the characteristics of grace for itself, including faith, prayer, virtues, dis-
interested love, etc. “What remains peculiar to the supernatural order,”
exclaimed de Lubac, “except the word?”64 Once Cajetan and others had
denied that from the beginning God had constituted human nature with
a supernatural end, the notion of pure nature allowed them to posit two
unconnected parallel outcomes to human life.65 In order to minimize
any inherent link between nature and the supernatural, the Thomist tra-
dition had turned pura natura from hypothesis into reality. 

Third, by a twist of irony, de Lubac believed that the neo-Thomists
were the ones endangering the gratuity of grace, while at the same time
they were courting secularism. One of de Lubac’s deepest motivations
came to the surface at this point. Always maintaining that natural desire

63. De Lubac, Mystery, 60.
64. Ibid., 40.
65. Cf. de Lubac, Augustinianism, 191-199. Cf. de Lubac’s comment that the new

model assumed “that every man, in our world as it is, before having received the grace
of baptism or any other enabling grace, was in that state of ‘pure nature’ (at least if one
excludes original sin and its consequences). Finality was therefore considered as something
fairly extrinsic: not a destiny inscribed in a man’s very nature, directing him from within,
and which he could not ontologically escape, but a mere destination given him outside
when he was already in existence” (id., Mystery, 68-69).
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did not, in fact, undermine the gratuity of grace – the Baianist and
Jansenist spectre, which always hovered over his theology – de Lubac
pointed to the implication of his opponents’ views: the idea of two par-
allel tracks, the one superimposed on the other, implied strict autonomy
for the realm of nature. The neo-scholastic appeal to the gratuity of grace
was, de Lubac believed, a mere smokescreen. “I believe that the pro-
found, and unnoticed, reason is rather the reverse. Towards the end of
the fifteenth century, in the first period of the Renaissance, a feverish
enthusiasm for philosophy infected certain minds. A large number of
Christian thinkers were won over at that time by the renascent natural-
ism.”66 Thus, de Lubac repeatedly insisted that the threat to gratuitous
grace lay, not in the notion of a desiderium naturale, but in the secular-
ism implicit in the separation of the two realms.67 As Tracey Rowland
comments: “For de Lubac, the idea of a pure nature contained danger-
ous Pelagian tendencies, since it meant that it would be possible to sever
grace from nature and marginalize it under the category of the ‘super-
natural’. The supernatural could subsequently be privatized and social
life would then proceed on the basis of the common pursuit of goods
associated solely with the ‘natural’ order.”68

The question that remains, of course, is: what is it that de Lubac was
positively searching for? Part of the answer lies in Blondel’s powerful influ-
ence on de Lubac’s theology. Blondel’s vision of a reintegration of history
and faith and of nature and the supernatural coincided with a sacramen-
tal ontology that regarded nature as innately or inherently oriented to the
supernatural. This natural desire was something on which de Lubac
insisted by using terms such as “appetite,” “imprinted movement,” “innate
openness,” “interior aptitude,” “inclination,” or “capacity” for supernat-
ural grace.69 It is Blondel, along with Joseph Maréchal (1878-1944) and
Pierre Rousselot (1878-1915), who, in Balthasar’s words, gave de Lubac
“the courage to read out of the texts of Thomas Aquinas what he saw in
them with evidence: the paradox of the spiritual creature that is ordained
beyond itself by the innermost reality of its nature to a goal that is
unreachable for it and that can only be given as a gift of grace.”70 To be

66. De Lubac, Augustinianism, 212.
67. Cf. de Lubac’s warnings against secularism in ibid., xxxv, 240. Through the

events of Vatican II and beyond, de Lubac became more and more convinced that the
threat came less from neo-Thomist extrinsicism than from secular immanentism, though
of course he viewed both as based on the same premises. Cf. de Lubac, Brief Catechesis.

68. Rowland, Culture and the Thomist Tradition, 94.
69. De Lubac, Mystery, 130-132, 136-137.
70. Von Balthasar, Theology, 13.

2131-09_LouStu_2007/4_01_Boersma  28-04-2009  17:20  Pagina 351



352 HANS BOERSMA

sure, it is possible to over-interpret the neo-Platonist tendencies intimated
by these comments. We have already seen that de Lubac did not simply
want to be a neo-Platonist.71 And at times he could make concessions to
the idea of a separation between two realms that made him sound dis-
tinctly modern.72 De Lubac’s tendency toward neo-Platonism always
remained tempered, and probably with good reason.73 It is nonetheless
clear that his arduous insistence on a desiderium naturale stemmed from
his wish to return to a spirituality that placed mystery and paradox in the
centre of its theology.74 John Milbank, in The Suspended Middle, rightly
points to the fact that the desiderium naturale functioned as a “suspended
middle” between nature and the supernatural, something that was reserved
for human beings alone, and that was theirs with the fact that they were
created as spirit,75 made in the image of God,76 and for the sake of the
eternal vision of God.

The reason de Lubac was unyielding on the issue of desiderium nat-
urale was his realization that it provided an essential theological link with
a patristic, more or less neo-Platonic mindset, which had been sacra-
mental in character. De Lubac believed that it was necessary to hold in
balance two notions: on the one hand, human beings had an innate nat-
ural desire for God; on the other hand, this natural desire was unable of

71. Cf. also de Lubac, Mystery, 119.
72. Throughout Chapter 5 of The Mystery of the Supernatural, de Lubac makes

some remarkably strong statements limiting the positive character of natural desire, insist-
ing it is no more than a “passive aptitude” (Mystery, 85), which does not even “initially
or distantly” have a participation in our supernatural being (ibid., 84). At one point, he
sounds positively neo-scholastic: “It is as though there were two levels, two floors with
no connection between them. For the two orders are incommensurable” (ibid., 81-82).
This is exactly the sort of construct de Lubac had been opposing and would continue to
oppose throughout his life.

73. John Milbank’s title (The Suspended Middle) takes its cue from Balthasar’s use
of the same phrase (von Balthasar, Theology, 14-15). Milbank is incorrect, however, in
assuming that in some sense de Lubac regards natural desire as already supernatural in
character (ibid., 38-40). Balthasar himself points out that de Lubac never makes this
move. For de Lubac, there is “no trace yet of supernatural grace” in the created spiritual
nature, which is exactly why he did not agree with Karl Rahner’s “supernatural existen-
tial” (von Balthasar, Theology, 71).

74. Just a glance at some of the titles of de Lubac’s books illustrates the impor-
tance of paradox in his thought. See Henri de Lubac, Paradoxes of Faith, trans. Anne
Englund Nash (San Francisco, CA: Ignatius, 1987); id., More Paradoxes, trans. Anne
Englund Nash (San Francisco, CA: Ignatius, 2002); id., The Church: Paradox and Mys-
tery, trans. James R. Dunne (New York: Ecclesia, 1969).

75. Cf. de Lubac’s historical theological investigations regarding human nature as tri-
partite, i.e., consisting of body, soul, and spirit, the latter being the locale of the imago dei.
See Henri de Lubac, “Tripartite Anthropology,” Theology in History, trans. Anne Englund
Nash (San Francisco, CA: Ignatius, 1996) 117-200. Cf. id., Brief Catechesis, 26-27.

76. Cf. de Lubac, Mystery, 98-100, 108.
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itself to attain to the beatific vision, so that the human interior aptitude
in no way necessitated God to give sanctifying grace. The Aristotelian
principle of connaturality was, in de Lubac’s mind, an unfortunate rejec-
tion of paradox and mystery in favour of common sense.77 Few emphases
were as important to him as his acceptance of paradox and mystery,
something he had appropriated from his sustained reading of the Church
Fathers and the medieval tradition. A purely positivist theology that
refused to acknowledge mystery and wished to remove the scandal of
apparent contradictions would always end up isolating and rationalizing
one side of the equation, and would thus become “heresy properly so
called.”78 The most serious problem with neo-scholastic theology, from
de Lubac’s perspective, was, therefore, that it seemed like “a buildup of
concepts by which the believer tries to make the divine mystery less mys-
terious, and in some cases to eliminate it altogether.”79

From the outset of his career, de Lubac had moved away from what
he called the rational “dialectical” theology that had dominated Catholic
thought since the Middle Ages, and turned to what he termed the “sym-
bolic” theology of the Church Fathers.80 The Church Fathers had dis-
played an eye for the mystery of God. For them, theology had been
much less a rational explanation of matters divine than something that
began with faith in Christ and was willing to rest in the unexplained
mysteries that this faith relationship with a personal and transcendent
God entailed. De Lubac argued that the move away from symbolism
toward dialectic had begun with Anselm and Aquinas. Theology had
become more a form of “Christian rationalism” than a type of spiritual
understanding.81

De Lubac’s approach had a different starting point, one that insisted
on making room for mystery. Discussing the image of God, de Lubac
commented: “‘Who has known the mind of the Lord?’ asks St. Paul.
‘For my part’, adds St. Gregory of Nyssa, ‘I also ask: Who has known
his own mind? Those who think themselves capable of grasping the
nature of God would do well to consider whether they have looked into
themselves’…”82 God had designated within human nature, and as an

77. De Lubac, Mystery, 140-166.
78. Ibid., 175.
79. Ibid., 178.
80. De Lubac, Corpus Mysticum, 221-247. Cf. Joseph A. Komonchak, “Theology

and Culture at Mid-Century: The Example of Henri de Lubac,” Theological Studies 51
(1990) 579-602, at 587-590.

81. Komonchak, “Theology and Culture,” 589.
82. De Lubac, Mystery, 210.
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intrinsic aspect of it, the desiderium naturale as the place where he would
graciously work an inner transformation. To remove the desiderium would
be to remove the mysterium, which is to say, the sacrament of God’s pres-
ence in the world. For de Lubac, the historical contingency of the image
of God gave it the potential to function as the sacramental means of
entering into deifying union with the triune God.

Henri Bouillard: A Sacramental Epistemology

Soon after Henri Bouillard joined the faculty at Lyons-Fourvière in
1941, it became evident that his doctoral studies under Charles Boyer
(1884-1965) at the Gregorian University in Rome had done little to
make him fit into the neo-scholastic mould. Bouillard’s dissertation, Con-
version et grâce chez S. Thomas d’Aquin (1944), caused a protracted debate
between Bouillard and several other Jesuits from Fourvière, on the one
hand, and a number Dominicans from St. Maximin in Toulouse, such
as Marie-Michelle Labourdette and M.-J. Nicolas, on the other hand –
the latter being supported by the towering figure of Réginald Garrigou-
Lagrange (1877-1964).83

Bouillard’s book drew the ire of the neo-Thomists at a number of
different levels.84 It was particularly, however, the way in which he seemed
to relativize the theological system of St. Thomas Aquinas himself that
reminded the Toulouse Dominicans of the Modernist Crisis and the rel-
ativism with which they had done battle forty years earlier. For example,
when Bouillard stated that a “theology that is not up to date [actuelle] is
a false theology,” such a comment seemed to put in doubt the abiding
validity of the Thomist theological system.85 And when he denied that
St. Thomas had taught “elevating grace,” this not only raised theologi-
cal questions about the divine-human relationship, but also made it look
like he was willing to give up on theological constructs that the neo-
scholastic tradition had thought were securely fixed in the Thomist syn-
thesis and in the subsequent commentaries on and elucidations of the

83. Some of the initial articles of the polemic were published in Labourdette,
Nicolas, and Bruckberger, Dialogue théologique. For Garrigou-Lagrange, see Richard Ped-
dicord, The Sacred Monster of Thomism: An Introduction to the Life and Legacy of Regi-
nald Garrigou-Lagrange (South Bend, IN: St Augustine’s, 2005).

84. Cf. Henri Bouillard, Conversion et grâce chez S. Thomas d’Aquin: Étude his-
torique (Paris: Aubier, 1944). In a forthcoming book I hope to discuss the broader the-
ological issues involved.

85. Bouillard, Conversion et grâce, 219.
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Angelic Doctor’s accomplishments. Essentially, Bouillard argued that
Thomas had been only one voice, albeit a significant one, in the history
of Christian thought.

It is important recognize the significance of the concerns that the
neo-scholastics, Labourdette and Garrigou, in particular, brought to the
fore. The latter pointed out, quite rightly, that Bouillard had been heav-
ily influenced by Blondel. And while it would not be correct to classify
Blondel as a Modernist – he had his differences with his disciple, Lucien
Laberthonnière (1860-1932), and he wrote his Histoire et dogme (1904)
against Alfred Loisy – he was nonetheless suspected of Modernist ten-
dencies. Possibly the only reason he escaped ecclesiastical sanction was his
status as a philosopher rather than a theologian.

The apprehensions of the neo-Thomists were, therefore, not entirely
groundless. There was a substantial difference in theological methodol-
ogy, which came to the fore perhaps most clearly with regard to episte-
mological issues, where Garrigou and Labourdette took a stance that
Bouillard, influenced by Blondel, could not possibly adopt. In the con-
clusion of his dissertation, Bouillard insisted that it was “the law of the
Incarnation” that permanent divine truth was only accessible by way of
contingent human notions.86 Well aware that this might cause the neo-
Thomists to accuse him of relativism, Bouillard clarified by making a
distinction between the absolute character of affirmations, on the one
hand, and the contingent or relative character of human notions or rep-
resentations, on the other hand:

History does not, however, lead to relativism. It allows us to know,
in the midst of theological evolution, an absolute – not an absolute
of representation, but an absolute of affirmation. Whereas notions,
methods, and systems change over time, the affirmations that they
contain remain, even though they are expressed by means of other
categories. Moreover, it is the affirmations themselves that, in order
to keep their meaning in a new intellectual universe, determine new
notions, methods, and systems in correspondence with that uni-
verse … History thus manifests at the same time the relativity of
notions, of schemes in which theology takes shape, and the perma-
nent affirmation that governs them. It is necessary to know the tem-
poral condition of theology and, at the same time, to offer with
regard to the faith the absolute affirmation, the divine Word that has
become incarnate.87

Thus, by insisting both on the relativity of theological representa-
tions and systems with regard to historical contingency and on the

86. Bouillard, Conversion et grâce, 220.
87. Ibid., 220-221.
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absolute character of the eternal underlying affirmations, Bouillard
wanted to safeguard the validity and significance of both.

Well aware that the anti-Modernist fears focused exactly on the
meshing of truth with contingent religious experience, Bouillard added
that he did not regard theological dogmas as mere representations or that
contingent truths were simply adrift in the waves of human experience.
“To avoid all ambiguity,” explained Bouillard,

let me comment that the absolute affirmations that we oppose to the
contingent representations, contain not just defined dogma, that is
to say, propositions canonized by the Church, but also everything
that is contained explicitly or implicitly in Scripture and the Tradi-
tion. [These affirmations] contain also the invariant or the absolute
of the human spirit, first principles and acquired truths necessary to
imagine dogma. We contrast this ensemble of invariants with that
which is contingent in theological concepts. It is essential to under-
stand that these invariants do not subsist beside and independent of
contingent concepts. They necessarily come about and express them-
selves within them. But when they change, the new constructs con-
tain the same absolute relations, the same eternal affirmations.88

Bouillard thus put into place several safeguards to avoid the spectre
of Modernism. First, he maintained that defined dogmas and canonized
propositions – in fact everything contained in one way or another in
Scripture or Tradition – were all included in the absolute affirmations.89

He did not want to give up on received Church dogma. Second, by using
the term “affirmation” rather than “experience,” Bouillard made clear
that he looked upward rather than inward for the contents of divine rev-
elation. Dogmatic statements were not simply symbolic of a revelation
located within an ineffable human experience.90 Third, and most impor-
tantly, Bouillard refused to separate contingent expressions of truth from
the absolute affirmations to which they referred.

By insisting that contingent expressions and eternal truths were nec-
essarily connected, Bouillard, in effect, constructed what we might call

88. Bouillard, Conversion et grâce, 221.
89. We should note, however, Bouillard’s careful phrasing. He did not identify

defined dogmas with absolute affirmations, but instead says that the former are contained
in the latter. In other words, also defined dogmas are particular contingent propositional
notions open to the vicissitudes of history.

90. By contrast, the Modernist writer, George Tyrrell (1861-1909), had com-
mented: “God is not directly reached by our mind, or our imagination, but only by an
idea or picture of God which we ourselves have constructed out of the fragments of our
experience – a crude, childish representation at best.” Quoted in Gabriel Daly, Tran-
scendence and Immanence: A Study in Catholic Modernism and Integralism (Oxford: Claren-
don, 1980) 144. Cf. T. M. Schoof, A Survey of Catholic Theology 1800-1970, introd. E.
Schillebeeckx, trans. N. D. Smith (Paramus, NJ: Paulist Newman, 1970) 185.

2131-09_LouStu_2007/4_01_Boersma  28-04-2009  17:20  Pagina 356



NÉOPLATONISME BELGO-FRANÇAIS 357

a sacramental epistemology: contingent human truths were not just
empty signs but could contain the eternal affirmation that God intended
to convey.91 Thus, even when human notions and theological systems
developed, they nonetheless remained linked – as had the earlier notions
and systems – to absolute and unchangeable affirmations. It seems to me
Bouillard took a crucially important step at this point. While in one
sense he relativized contingent truths since they were necessarily histor-
ically situated, in another sense, he did not relativize them: human lan-
guage had the capacity to point to eternal truth and to make that truth
present. Bouillard’s sacramental epistemology was able, it seems to me,
to affirm both the contingency and vicissitudes of human language and
its foundation in and orientation toward the supernatural essence of God.

Bouillard’s comments in the conclusion of his dissertation were
more suggestive than substantive. This, of course, left him open to crit-
icism of those who were not satisfied with a sacramental view of truth,
no matter how strong the emphasis on sacramental presence. For Labour-
dette and Garrigou-Lagrange, any notion of historical change was out of
place, seeing that such change would allow for truth claims and for the-
ological systems to develop over time.92 Thus, Garrigou fastened on the
notion of truth as correspondence between reality and intellect (adae-
quatio rei et intellectus), a notion that he believed Bouillard had betrayed
by rendering both St. Thomas and the Council of Trent relative to their
particular place in history. It was clear to him that Bouillard had sub-
stituted a different notion of truth, namely, that of correspondence
between mind and life (conformitas mentis et vitae), a notion of truth
that Bouillard had borrowed from Maurice Blondel, and that Garrigou
had already felt forced to do battle with forty years earlier, when Blondel
had first taught his view. This view, to Garrigou’s mind, treated truth as

91. Karl Rahner develops an intriguing “ontology of symbolic reality,” which is
similar to Bouillard’s approach (“The Theology of the Symbol,” Theological Investiga-
tions, vol. 4, More Recent Writings, trans. Kevin Smyth [Baltimore, MD: Helicon; Lon-
don: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1966] 221-252). I am indebted to Dru Johnson for
drawing my attention to this essay.

92. The critique of Labourdette and Garrigou can be traced in Marie-Michel
Labourdette, “La théologie, intelligence de la foi,” Revue Thomiste 46 (1946) 5-44; id.,
“La théologie et ses sources.” Réginald Garrigou-Lagrange, “La nouvelle théologie, où va-
t-elle?,” Angelicum 23 (1946) 126-145; id., “Vérité et immutabilité du dogme,” Angelicum
24 (1947) 124-139; id., “Les notions consacrées par les Conciles,” Angelicum 24 (1947)
217-230; id., “Nécessité de revenir à la définition traditionnelle de la vérité,” Angelicum
25 (1948) 185-188; id., “L’immutabilité du dogme selon le Concile du Vatican, et le re-
lativisme,” Angelicum 26 (1949) 309-322; id., “Le relativisme et l’immutabiltité du
dogme,” Angelicum 27 (1950) 219-246; id., “La structure de l’Encyclique ‘Humani
generis’,” Angelicum 28 (1951) 3-17.
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the mere expression of human spirituality: “It is very dangerous to say,
‘Notions change, affirmations remain’. If the notion of truth itself is
going to change, the affirmations no longer remain true in the same
manner, nor with the same meaning.”93 By giving up on a strict corre-
spondence theory of truth, Bouillard, so Garrigou was convinced, had
also given up on the principle of non-contradiction and, consequently,
had lapsed into relativism.94

The details of the erupting controversy have been capably traced else-
where, and need not detain us here.95 It is sufficient to note that the two
sides worked on the basis of opposing epistemological presuppositions.
The neo-Thomist position was strictly propositional or conceptualist in
nature and implied that the only way to ascertain eternal truth was by
holding to a strict identity between the linguistic signs and their signified
reality. To Bouillard and those who rallied to his defence, this seemed to
veer dangerously close to Scotist univocity. Thus, Jean-Marie Le Blond,
in a 1947 essay, placed Bouillard’s distinction between “affirmation” and
“representation” in the context of the doctrine of analogy, arguing that to
posit an identity between the two would be to fail to respect the limits
that the doctrine of analogy imposed on the reach of human language, due
to the infinite difference between the Creator and his creation.96

Bouillard agreed. He would not give up on the doctrine of analogy
with its neo-Platonic roots.97 In his second dissertation, written at the

93. Garrigou-Lagrange, “La nouvelle théologie,” 130. Blondel’s comment, which
Garrigou resurrected in 1946, was the following: “The abstract and fanciful adæquatio
rei et intellectus gets replaced by the legitimate methodical investigation, the adæquatio
realis mentis et vitae” (“Le point de départ de la recherche philosophique,” Annales de
philosophie chrétienne 151 [1906] 337-360; 152 [1906] 225-249, at 235; cf. also id.,
Action, 283).

94. For a recent similar approach to truth and Christian doctrine, highly critical
of nouvelle théologie, see Ralph McInerny, Praeambula fidei: Thomism and the God of the
Philosophers (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2006).

95. See Jürgen Mettepenningen, “Truth as Issue in a Second Modernist Crisis?
The Clash between Recontextualization and Retrocontextualization in the French-Speak-
ing Polemic of 1946-47,” Theology and the Question for Truth: Historical and Systematic
Theological Studies, ed. M. Lamberigts, L. Boeve, and T. Merrigan, Bibliotheca
Ephemeridum Theologicarum Lovaniensium, 202 (Louvain: Leuven University Press –
Peeters, 2007) 119-142.

96. Jean-Marie Le Blond, “L’analogie de la vérité: Réflexion d’un philosophe sur
une controverse théologique,” Recherches de science religieuse 34 (1947) 129-141. For a
critical discussion of Le Blond’s essay, see John F. X. Knasas, Being and Some Twentieth-
Century Thomists (New York: Fordham University Press, 2003) 166-172.

97. At the same time, Bouillard was careful to point out the Christological defi-
ciency of neo-Platonism: “The Christian goal of the ‘superessential’ distinguishes itself
from the Plotinian goal in a twofold way: on the one hand, it passes through a positive
option, of which the rejection would not just be weakness and slumbering of the soul,
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Sorbonne in 1957 on the theology of Karl Barth, Bouillard defended the
notion of analogia entis and brought home the neo-Platonic apophatic
implications of the doctrine when he commented:

The attributes that we borrow from [creatures] to affirm them with
regard to God must also be denied being, in order to signify that they
do not befit him except in an eminent sense. One will thus say, with
pseudo-Denys, “God is wise,” “God is not wise,” “God is super-wise.”
Since wisdom has its source in God, it must be that he possesses it.
But it is not in him in the way we conceive it, and in that sense we
must deny that attribute of him. This negation does not signify, how-
ever, that God lacks in wisdom, but that he possesses it eminently. So,
the analogy is the synthesis of a thesis and of an antithesis.98

Henri Bouillard was convinced that human statements could par-
ticipate in eternal truth. Far from emptying human statements of their
significance, he believed that the doctrine of analogy gave them their
value. The sacramental character of language could be undermined not
just by a Modernist equivocity of sign and signified reality but also by a
Scotist univocity of the two. For Bouillard, the neo-Platonism of pseudo-
Dionysius, along with the doctrine of analogy, pointed to a truly sacra-
mental epistemology, which did justice to the provisional character of
human language while at the same time giving it the highest value pos-
sible – a sacramental embodiment of the truth of God.

Conclusion

Why go back to the 1940s and 1950s for a ressourcement of nouvelle
théologie? Part of the reason is that an important truth lies hidden in
Gillon’s caustic comment about néoplatonisme belgo-français. De Lubac
and Bouillard were convinced that the earlier tradition, and especially
the Greek Fathers, had held a unified view of reality that did not suffer
from the modern extrinsicism characterizing later Thomist thought,
which regarded the supernatural as a separate order, superimposed onto
the realm of nature. While Gillon’s accusation was an overstatement, he

but perversion and damnation; on the other hand, it does not believe it can bypass the
mediation of Christ. As we have seen, these are exactly the two elements that character-
ize the Christian notion of the supernatural” (“L’idée de Surnaturel et le mystère chré-
tien,” L’homme devant Dieu: Mélanges offerts au Père Henri de Lubac, vol. 3, Perspectives
d’aujourd’hui, by Hans Urs von Balthasar, et al., Théologie, 58 [Paris: Aubier, 1964] 153-
166, at 165).

98. Henri Bouillard, Karl Barth, vol. 2, Parole de Dieu et existence humaine, part
II, Théologie, 39 (Paris: Aubier-Montaigne, 1957) 203.
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nonetheless was correct in his intuition that nouvelle théologie reacted
against the loss of mystery in theology, and that it evaluated as positive
the neo-Platonic realization that the ultimate end of human beings can-
not possibly lie within the realm of nature itself.

The neo-Thomist detractors of de Lubac and Bouillard were rightly
concerned to uphold divine transcendence and the freedom of grace.
They believed that the only means at their disposal was to keep the eter-
nal truth of God as far removed as possible from any human hermeneu-
tic vicissitudes and to hold at bay any sense of an innate human longing
for supernatural beatitude. For them, any link between divine truth and
human existence had to remain strictly extrinsic. This meant that theo-
logical truth systems could be logically deduced from the deposit of
divine revelation and were consequently impervious to historical devel-
opment. It also meant that conversion was best described as an unequiv-
ocally miraculous intervention, unconnected to innate human desire.

The theologians of Lyons-Fourvière took a vastly different approach.
The struggles of de Lubac and Bouillard gave evidence of a deep under-
lying commonality between the two Jesuits. De Lubac refused to live in
a modern, non-sacramental world, and he maintained that God drew
human beings to himself by connecting with what was most truly human
in them, namely, their natural desire for the beatific vision. The human
spirit could become a sacrament of the presence of God. Bouillard insisted
that human language, embedded within historical realities and their devel-
opments, was able to speak of supernatural, unchanging truth in an ana-
logical fashion. Human signs could make signified realities present. The
human spirit and human discourse could both function as sacraments,
drawing human realities into the presence of God. De Lubac and Bouil-
lard thus left a lasting legacy by rediscovering that the contingencies of
human existence were sacramental mysteries meant to draw the created
order into deifying union with their origin and end, the triune God.
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